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Abstract
The term 'literary tradition' is ubiquitous in literary scholarship. It is also greatly
under-theorized. While there have been many efforts to define and understand related
terms like 'canon', 'influence', and 'literary history', similar treatments of 'literary
tradition' are comparatively rare. One reason for this gap in the theoretical literature is
that there is no single understanding ofliterary tradition. Different scholars employ
different understandings of the concept depending on context and critical aims.
In order to better understand chis difficult idea, 'literary tradition', I look at how it is
employed in the works of a variety of critics and scholars from different eras, ideological
backgrounds, and schools of criticism. In doing so, however, we find that not only are
there many different understandings of tradition, there is also an inconsistent and
manifold set of critical terminology used to describe it. In order to bring some order to
this conceptual and terminological confusion, I develop a new conceptual framework
which maps differing notions of tradition according to a single set of criteria with an
associated and consistent vocabulary. Using this framework, seemingly incommensurable
versions of literary tradition are placed on the same plane of discourse for the purposes of
comparative analysis. The resulting 'models' of tradition that I identify constitute a first
attempt at a typology ofliterary tradition.
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